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REPORT ON THE STATISTICS OF COUNTY
FINANCES.
Mr. Henry F. Long,
Commissioner of Corporations and Taxation, State House, Boston.
Sir:— I submit herewith a report on the Statistics of County Finances for the
year ending December 31, 1924.
The general tables of this report are similar to those for the pre\ious year,
minor changes ha\ing been made in headings in a few instances, in order to make
clear the source of revenue and the purpose of expenditures and still permit a
comparison with similar data published from time to time.
The estimates submitted by the county commissioners are tabulated and re-
ported to the Legislature, as all appropriations for carrying on the work of the
several counties, with the exception of Suffolk and Nantucket Counties, are made
by that body. The county commissioners, while responsible for the preparation
of the estimates, do not have complete control over all expenditures, particularly
those of the courts.
Id general the cost of county government is increasing, which automatically
increases the work of auditing county accounts, the very great increase of business
done by the courts adding particularly to tliis work, owing to the large number
of accounts involved. The revenue from the courts, as well as the expenditures,
as shown by Table No. 1 (Revenue of County Treasurers) of this report, is only
a small percentage of the accounts which must be audited. The receipts of the
district, police, municipal, and trial justice courts and of the jailers and masters
of houses of correction for the Commonwealth, in the year 1914, aggregated S41 ,518;
in the year 1919, SI 13,553; and in the year 1924, §558,746. This shows an increase
in 1924 of 392 per cent over the j^ear 1919 and of 1246 per cent over the year 1914.
The amount of monev collected for cities and towns for the vear 1914 was $225,320;
for the year 1919, 8245,913; and for the year 1924, 8791,261. By percentages,
the increase of 1924 over 1919 was 222 per cent and for 1924 over 1914, 251 per ce t.
The total amount of the financial transactions on account of the courts and
the penal institutions may be obtained by considering the separate tables in
conjunction with Table No. 1.
The system of fixing salaries for county officials as set forth in the statutes is
such that almost every year some exception is noted. The general laws pre-
scribe a basic salary and, in addition, a certain per cent on the business done
based upon the average of the five years following each state or national census.
This method, while followed for many years, is not in keeping with the best prac-
tice, for the rule of today is to eliminate the question of fees and to fix a definite
salary for each pubhc oflScial. The frequency with which special legislation is
sought to change the percentage allow^ed on business done is, I beheve, sufficient
evidence to warrant recommending a change in the basic salarj' and the abohtion
of the percentage allowance. A number of years ago much time and labor were
spent in standardizing the salaries of county officials, but notwithstanding this.
.D. 29. A 3
since conditions are now different and there are constant requests for changes in
the percentage allowed, I beheve that compensation should be on a fixed salary
basis.
The budget passed by the General Court stipulates the amount which shall
be raised as a county tax and further provides that all available cash balances
in the treasury shall be apphed to meet the budget. This makes it imperative
that the several officials conduct their business in accordance with the estimates,
for there will be no surplus funds to draw upon, except savings and a possible
excess of estimated receipts over the estimates used. The statute specifies that
certain bills shall be paid, but a too Uberal construction as to what items are
to be included with such bills has resulted in serious financial situations, when
insufficient funds had been raised to meet such items and those estimated in the
budget.
Continued improvement, however, in the handhng of appropriation accounts
is noted, although we are still troubled with bills where the officials responsible
for their contraction fail to submit them promptly for payment. Such neglect
is inexcusable and causes needless confusion. In the past few years we have
favored appropriating for unpaid bills, but it would seem that the treasurer, by
repeatedly calling attention to the fact that his books must close as required by
law and that regular appropriation balances lapse, has given adequate warning,
so that we are justified in recommending something which will be more effective.
Therefore whenever bills are defiberately or carelessly held and not submitted as
required by law, I strongly favor making them a personal liability. The amount
of the bills above referred to, while relatively small, includes charges for services
rendered as many ^as five years before presentation of the bills.
Many conferences were held during the j^ear with county officials, and it has
been extremely gratifying to receive their hearty co-operation. The most trouble-
some questions which have been considered are those arising from what apparently
is a conflict- of laws; and there are a number of such laws.
The large number of examinations required to be made annually taxes to the
limit the force available for this work, and the frequent changes in officials through-
out the Commonwealth, which call for special audits, will necessitate adding to
the force if we are to make an examination of all county offices each year. During
the past year, however, we were able to audit practically every office, due to special
efforts made by those engaged on this branch of our work, for which I wish to
express to them my appreciation.
Respectfully submitted,
THEODORE N. WADDELL, Director of Accounts.
State House, Boston, April 1, 1925.
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